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Abstract

Over the past decade aspects pertinent to thechrfe@dback have been extensively explored
by researchers. While some of the studies showipesffects of peer review, others discuss its
problematic areas. In spite of the controversiesribw ways of integrating peer feedback in
ESL classrooms are being explored. Researchers sownterest in looking into the
possibilities of integrating Information and Comnuation Technologies (ICTs) in providing
feedback to students.

This paper discusses students’ experience of rieceand providing peer feedback
using blogs that was integrated into a Life Scisnckassroom in a private university in
Malaysia in the year 2010. While carrying out tleseaarch, qualitative research methods were
employed. Data were mainly gathered through inésvei peer feedback questionnaire and
students’ writings posted to their blogs. Studerstsd their blogs as an online portfolio, where
they shared their experiences and posted writisgasients based on lessons and discussions.
The findings and discussion of this paper may agsictitioners in implementing blog peer

feedback process and designing suitable activfibiesse in ESL classrooms.

1. Introduction

Peer feedback is also referred to as peer reviees, @diting and peer response (Lundstrom &
Baker, 2009; Liu & Hansen, 2002). Peer feedbackclvimvolves commenting on each other’s
work seems to have several benefits. Providingwvemview of the advantages of peer feedback,
Liu and Hansen (2002) state that peer feedbackes@a awareness of the needs of the audience
by ensuring a collaborative drafting process anithisway, the learners are able to learn English
as a Second Language in a meaningful context.

Over the past decade, aspects pertinent to thecdressedback have been explored by
academicians and researchers. Some of these stietiesbe the benefits of implementing peer
feedback activities in the classroom while othastuss the drawbacks and constraints of such
processes. However, in spite of the controverssagloring new ways of integrating peer

feedback in an ESL classroom is seen as benefciatactitioners. These new methods include
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the possibilities of integrating Information andr@munication Technologies (ICTs) in providing
feedback to students. For instance, teachers amdeles are embracing blogs in providing and

receiving feedback in language instruction.

2. Literaturereview

2.1. Peer feedback
Peer feedback has been defined as

the use of learners as sources of information,istedactants for each other in such a way that
learners assume roles and responsibilities nornelign on by a formally trained teacher, tutor
or editor in commenting on and critiquing each othdrafts in both written and oral formats in
the process of writing.

(Liu & Hansen, 2002, p. 1)

As the authors suggest, in the process of peeb&midthe participants interact and comment or
critique their peers’ drafts orally or in the weitt form. While carrying out this task, students act
as if they were a teacher or an editor. Providmmes detailed definition, Topping (1998) asserts
that in peer review, individuals at similar statake into consideration the “amount, level, value,
worth, quality” as well as the outcome of peersrkvp. 250). In this paper peer feedback is
defined as students’ engagement in the processosfding and receiving as well as sharing of
comments and suggestions for the improvement af pleers’ work.

The literature on peer feedback mainly focuseshenatlvantages and drawbacks of peer
feedback. While some of the studies show positifects of peer review, others discuss its
problematic areas. For instance, according to thdyscarried out by Lundstrom and Baker
(2009), both givers and receivers of feedback imgdotheir writing ability and also enhanced
their critical thinking skills. On the other hanahile discussing the difficulties in carrying out
peer feedback activities, some scholars providers¢weasons such as students’ inability to
provide helpful feedback, uneasiness to providdidaek to their friends and the defensive nature
of students (Amores, 1997; Leki, 1990).

On a more positive note, Li (2009) states that deedback allows students to gain
confidence and reduce apprehension by seeing psteigths and weaknesses in writing.

Therefore, more positive attitudes towards writeyg@ generated. In addition, providing their
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views in terms of contexts in which peer feedbades place, Liu and Hansen (2002) assert that
peer feedback not only increases an awarenessdadreng by creating a collaborative drafting
process but also provides opportunities for ESldestis to practice English in a meaningful
context. However, Liu and Hansen also state thexketlare limitations in the application of peer
feedback in second language classrooms due to néfideultural backgrounds, level of
proficiency and the mode of peer feedback.

Yang et al. (2006) also studied the effects of pesponse in an EFL environment. Their
focus was on whether peer feedback could be intediunto the traditional classroom where
teacher feedback plays an important role while geedback plays an insignificant part. The
findings revealed that peer response could stibuxeessfully instituted in an EFL environment.
Therefore, Yang et al. suggest that it is likelattipeer response could also be successfully
introduced into the ESL environments, as peer faekllis not affected by the dominant culture.
They also found that peer feedback, while not atmvayegrated in later drafts, promotes better
self-editing skills, therefore, displaying more @ubmous writing skills.

Lundstrom and Baker (2009) carried out a study isirailar context to investigate
whether it is receivers or givers of peer feedbablo benefit most. The authors point out that
although the givers and receivers of feedback leeefequally, students who gave feedback
surpassed their peers in their writing abilitiekisTstrongly implies that students are able to look
at their own writing in a more critical manner whihey participate in the process of providing
feedback.

Another study conducted by Lin and Chien (2009ralered that collaboration with
comrade students increased their motivation andwagement to write. The authors claim that
even though at the beginning of the writing prodéesnumber of comments on a paper may not
be quantifiable, it will greatly assist the studetd develop and organize their work in a better
way before they start the actual writing.

While some of the above studies suggest positiyeas of peer feedback, other
researchers (Amores, 1997; Leki, 1990) point oat fieer review is a difficult task. According to
them, this is due to various reasons. First, stisdeometimes do not focus on in-depth matters
(Leki, 1990). They do not pay attention to the sewj issues and provide unclear and unhelpful
comments. Second, students can be sarcastic amchlcin their comments. According to

Amores (1997), students feel uneasy when they geoebmments on their peers’ drafts. Also
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students can be defensive when they receive smti¢rom their peers. They might feel hesitant
to accept the comments if they are not sure ofvHiglity of these responses. However, if the
process of peer feedback is carefully planned as#d on theoretical foundations, it is hoped
that the potential benefits can be achieved.

Peer feedback is rooted in several theoretical évaonks. These encompass, among
others, the process writing approach, the collab@dearning theory, Vygotsky's Zone of
Proximal Development (ZPD), and interaction andoséclanguage acquisition (SLA) (Hansen
& Liu, 2005). According to Warschauer (1997), thetgmtial of collaborative learning within
Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) is related Mggotsky’'s Social Constructivist
Approach. Vygotsky (1978) claims that the constarciof knowledge is socially oriented and
believes that learning occurs through interactiwite and within the environment in which these
interactions take place and cultural tools inflleefgarning to a great extent. One of Vygotsky’s
major concepts, ZPD, refers to the distance betweeactual development level of a learner and
the level of potential development under adult ganck or in collaboration with more capable
peers (Vygotsky, 1978). In short, blog peer feelb& supported by these theoretical
frameworks.

In addition, new ways of providing and receivinggdback seem to be beneficial and
effective as well. With the shift of focus from diional methods of giving feedback to
computer-mediated feedback, the ways of giving aeckiving feedback on writing have
changed. This shift has brought about significamanges to the pedagogy of writing (Di
Giovanni & Nagaswami, 2001; Matsumura & Hann, 2@@éd in Morra & Romano, 2009). In
view of this, new technologies like wikis, blogspdezasts, Twitter and online forums are
becoming popular in writing classes. Among theser-fisendly technologies, blogs appear to
have suitable features and characteristics thatutigrsupport peer feedback.

2.2. Blogsin the educational context

Blog (a log of the web) can be defined as a wehsite dated entries, presented in a reverse
chronological order and published on the Inter@ampbell (2003) suggests that a blog is an
online journal that can be updated frequently bynalvidual and used for personal, educational,
and commercial purposes. Moreover, a blog is cens@tlas a channel of social communication

and a great educational resource. According to &a@003), there are five features of a blog:
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personal editorship, a hyperlinked posting strugtiirequent updates, free public access to the
content via the Internet and archived postings.

Williams and Jacobs (2004) suggest that blogs ble t@ support the transformational
technology for teaching and learning. Among sevschlbolars who claim the strengths of using
blogs as a teaching and learning tool in educat@ampbell (2003) states that there are three
types of educational blogs that can be used in El8srooms; the tutor blog, the learner blog
and the class blog. Moreover, blogs allow studémt®flect on one’s learning in the process of
developing an online portfolio.

There is an emerging body of studies and reviewshenuse of blog peer feedback in
educational contexts (Chen et al., 2011; Gederal;2Dippold, 2009; Wu, 2006). However,
further research is needed on aspects relatedotp gder feedback such as students’ views on
experience of blog peer feedback and methods Kpddiiea how blogs can be used to plan various
activities in the ESL classroom. The following dission may assist practitioners when planning,

adapting and designing effective learning actisitieth blogs.

3. The study

3.1. Theaimsof theresearch

The main objectives of implementing peer feedbaacegss in this ESL class were 1) to help
improve one’s peer’s paper by pointing out streagthd weaknesses that may not be apparent to
him/her, and 2) to help improve students’ editikgls As such, the aim of this paper is to
discuss students’ experience of receiving and pgimogipeer feedback using blogs as integrated
into the ESL classroom. In addition, the discussidrthe paper suggests different types of
activities that can be carried out using blogshie ESL classroom, indicating how they can be

helpful in developing students’ writing as wellexditing skills.

3.2. Participants

Students enrolled in a Life Sciences Program imiaafe university in Malaysia participated in
this study. They were competent in basic writindlsland computer skills. The students were
studying English as a second language for one lyefare they went to a degree program in

Australia. This research was carried out over sodesf one semester.



Teaching English with Technology, 12(4), 16-30 http://www.tewtjournal.org 21

3.3. Design and procedure

A key aspect in qualitative research is to captheesubjectivity of human experiences (Cohen,
2011). Through the multiple voices of participamsalitative research methods allow the
researcher to make detailed descriptions of whaapgpening in natural settings. When carrying
out the present research, qualitative methods wengloyed to collect data. Data were mainly
gathered through semi-structured interviews, peedlback questionnaire and students’ writings
posted on their blogs. Students used their bloggnasnline portfolio, where they shared their
experiences and posted writing assignments bastssons and discussions.

In order to integrate blogs into the ESL classradhthe students in this class were taken
to a computer lab and asked to create their owg plovided by free-of-chargBlogger.com
service. Students created their blogs in threelsiisteps. They also designed and customized the
features of their blogs depending on their needsiterests. All student blogs were linked to the
class blog which was created by the lecturer. Stisdased their blogs as an online journal, a
place for publishing their assignments and writingad most importantly as a space for
providing and receiving peer feedback. On the ottaerd, the class blog was mainly used for
sending guidelines, announcements, assessmerriacated resources such as readings, video
clips and links to web pages.

4. Results and findings

To start with, the interactive, autonomous naturpeer feedback needs to be stressed. The rich
input of the blog makes learners actively partitgga the recursive cycle of learning. Students in
this ESL class were mainly involved in developmemiating and after completing their first
draft of an essay students published their workheir blogs. These essays were based on the
course outline and before they started writing rtligafts they were given several options of
resources such as links to websites, articles,Yandube video clips on the class blog. What
follows is a screenshot of the class blog wherelghturer uploaded resources for the essay on
global warming.
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TUESDAY, MARCH 9, 2010
Text Production Essay
Title: What are the potential effects of global warming in terms of climate change and how

can they be arrested?

Video reference: An inconvenient truth a global warning, 2007, film on DVD, Paramount
Pictures. Directed by Davis Guggenheim.

Posted by SAM Class Blog D at 12:45 AM 0 comments

THURSDAY, MARCH 4, 2010

Text Production- Global Warming video
Please watch the following interview

http:/Awww.youtube com/watch?v=hgaeyMa3jyU

Posted by SAM Class Blog D at 1:.00 AM 0 comments

Text Production- Global Warming articles

Read the following articles
Article 1 : http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/Features/GlobalWarming/

Article 2: http:/fwww explainthatstuff.com/globalwarmingforkids. html

Posted by SAM Class Blog D at 1223 AM 0 comments

Harvard Referencing 2010

Please follow Harvard 2010 Referencing guidelines provided by SACE board for future
assignments/tasks efc.

The link is http:/fwww.sace.sa.edu.au/web/guest/the-sace/students-families/research-

Figure 1: Class blog.

Once the students published draft one of theiryessatheir personal blog, as the next
step, they were asked to provide feedback on gesrs’ work using the comment feature of the
blog. In order to make sure that all the studeeteived feedback, they were given the freedom
to appoint two of their friends to provide feedbaxktheir essay. As a lecturer, | believed that
allowing learners to choose who they wanted toivecéeedback from would make them feel
more comfortable. Before the students started dnogi comments and suggestions on their
peers’ work, they were given a set of guidelinescticould help them to be focused. For
instance, they were to check the introductory semgethe thesis statement, topic sentences,
supporting sentences and other grammatical andrgpsiistakes that were apparent.

Students were to read the essays assigned to thiem bnce to get an overview of the
essay, and for the second time to provide consteuariticism for the writer to use when
revising his/her work. Figure 2 is a screenshopedr feedback guidelines posted on the class
blog.
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[ Firefox ~ [=) OUR ESL CLASS BLOGL Peer Feedback g... | + |

g |B sam2010d.blogspot.co.nz/2010/03/peer-feedback-guidelines.html

£
1. Is there a clear introductory sentence that introduces the subject matter and the
controlling idea? What do you suggest for improvement if the introductory sentence is not

clear?

2. s there a thesis statement given as the last sentence of the introductory paragraph? Is
it clear and connected to all the topic sentences of the body paragraphs?

3. Do the paragraphs have sufficient supporting details and examples? How can the
organization be improved?

4. Are there any paragraphs which are not supported well?

5. Are there any sentences or sections that are not clear? If so, how can they be
improved?

6. Does the conclusion summarize all the main points given in the essay or restate the
thesis statement? Is it clear? If not, how can the writer improve this part?

7. Does the writer cite the sources adequately and appropriately? Mote any incorrect
citation.

8. Are there any apparent grammatical or spelling mistakes?

l 9. Does the writer comprehensively cover appropriate materials available from the

Figure 2: Peer feedback guidelines on class blog.

With the help of peers’ comments and suggestidnslests were able to revise and edit
their first draft and publish the second draftloé £ssay. Then the second draft of the essay was
checked by the lecturer this time and feedback giiasn to ensure the quality of the essay. As
the last step, the final version of the essay wdsighed on their blogs. Figure 3 is a screenshot

of peer feedback provided by a student.
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Figure 3: Feedback provided by a student on a blog.

Apart from posting their essays on the blog, semdirovie reviews to their blog was
another activity that was carried out. Studentschved a movie that was based on the course
outline and they wrote a movie review and postaghitheir blog. It was interesting to note that
although they were not required to include pictusesnovie captions, students had published
attractive and interesting postings.
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Students were also encouraged to send news suesmeasery week. Although | did not
ask the students to come in and provide feedbadlaee a discussion on that, it could be seen

that the students started discussing the issueaned in their summaries. Figure 4 shows such
an example.

After Paul the Psychic Octopus, Australia too owns a psychic crocodile named Harrny.
Harry gains popularity after successfully predicted the winner of the Soccer World Cup
and the Australian Federal Election. In the previous episode, Harry was given a challenge
to predict the winner of the election. Mot only giving the right result. he could even predict
that there is a period of delay before Labor could form the government. Like no other
animal, he stayed still instead of gobbling the chicken that were dangling with the flags
when he was asked to choose which party would win. Harry was asked to predict for the
winner of AFL Grand Final recently. The crowd cheers when Harmy headed for Pies.

(e e T
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‘Psychic Animal’ is ubiguitous recenthy. Previously, there is Paul the Octopus and Mary
the Bird and now Harry the Crocodile. In my opinion, it is just a kind of publicity to attract
tourists to the respective animal house. | believe there is some trick behind each of the
correct prediction. After all, which creatures in the earth could predict the future?
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o Fialyy '.:'_« o
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Posted by =at 8:29 PM
Labels: Australian Articles

P

said...

Sometimes, | believe animals do have higher ability in this so-called psychic
things. | believe this ability is natural for them. The disparity between human's
ability and animal’s ability in psychic is somewhat equivalent to humans can

Figure4: News summaries and discussions.

The class blog was used to send announcementsaniders to students quite often. It
assisted them in organising what they needed toekb and it also provided a place to send
important information such as assessment critertamarking guidelines. Although the number

of summaries they were to send to their blogs \pasied, they exceeded my expectations.
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5. Discussion

The blog feedback questionnaire which was distetubd the students at the end of the semester
revealed that 92% of them agreed that peer feedgadakelines were helpful in providing
feedback to their peers. All the students follonted feedback guidelines when providing
comments and suggestions to their peers. Thistegsil fulfilling linguistic as well as pragmatic
functions. All the 26 students in the class agriwd posting their writings on a blog is a good
idea and 96% stated that receiving and providirgltback helped them to enhance their writing
skills. When answering how they felt when they reeg feedback from their peers, no one
claimed that it was embarrassing or they were gisegped and angry. On the other hand, all 26
students agreed that they thought it would be befpf them to improve their writing skills and
they were receptive to constructive criticism.

The activities carried out in the class seemedetdéneficial in many ways. Students’
views as well as their writings reflected that sagdsummaries of news to a blog assisted them
in improving their paraphrasing and summarizindlskas they were to read or listen to news
and prepare a summary using their own words. Tkeudsions that took place without the
initiation of the lecturer clearly show the autormm and independent nature that the students
developed through the experience of learning witlyda The vast number of summaries posted
on their blogs also reflect the students’ enhaneedivation and enthusiasm in engaging in
blogging activities.

A comparison of students’ earlier drafts and thaitings towards the end of the course
portrays notable improvement in their vocabularg grammar. This was also mentioned by the
participants of the study.

When stating their opinions about using blogs mBSL classroom, students pointed out
that it is an effective way to receive and providedback that assists them to improve their
writing skills. Table 1 summarizes the themes #raerged from interviews and blog postings.
Students’ utterances based on their experiencésatedhe ways in which blogs assisted them to

improve their writing skills.
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Table 1. Themes emergent from interviews and blsdipgs.

Themes Examples

Interaction/sharing/social skills “It is aegt way to improve my writing skills. It helps émhance interaction
among classmates too. It's a good way to express my
feelings and opinions openly”

Motivation/encouragement “It isa@msting. It motivates students to write more, tagdents now love to
access internet”

Performance “It's a good wayiraproving students’ performance”

Exposure/ audience “Whew fimends start posting their essays it remindsthe | haven't done
mine and | do it because if not they will know that
haven't done yet”

Effective/ innovative tool “Pewy innovative method of encouraging us to write”

According to students, providing feedback throudingb also appeared to be less stressful, as
they did not need to see the person face-to-faecaefally, if students have to provide feedback
orally or in written forms, they do face some undable issues. In some cases, students struggle
with their peers’ accents if feedback is oral dmelytfind it hard to read their unclear handwriting
if it is written. Carrying out peer feedback progemline allows the students to read all their
peers’ essays at their own pace, place and timeeabkén a typical face-to-face classroom setting
they may not get to read others’ essays due to¢onstraints. Thus, compared with face-to-face
feedback, blogs provide more flexibility.

However, a concern brought up by students wasahtines they were uncertain about
their peers’ mistakes. For instance, one studentnwented that he was not sure “whether a
mistake was really a mistake”. The other concern that some found it challenging to provide
constructive criticism without being rude or huditheir friend’s feelings. In considering these
factors, instructors need to be careful when gaidive students particularly at the beginning of

the process if their level of proficiency is lown@ positive note, when the lecturer provides
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feedback in the next draft, students learn thesghgy missed out or they were unsure of. Thus,
they are able to learn from their own as well &srtheers’ mistakes.

6. Conclusions and implications for further research

As research has shown peer feedback is supportegebgral theoretical frameworks. The
collaborative nature of learning through blogs igported by the Social Constructivist
Approach, according to which students learn inadateractions. In addition, using blogs as an
online portfolio enables students to reflect onirttearning process and provide and receive
feedback from more capable peers, thus creatingoddig's ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978). The
interactions and sharing of their experiences ubings enhance the authentic use of the target
language, which is highly crucial in the learninggess. Most importantly, students can reflect,
change or edit what they write as learning is settgymental process and, thus, improve their
self-editing skills and become more independenmhies.

In addition, blogs facilitate writing to a real aexice, hence increasing students’ self-
confidence and motivation to write more and shhegrtexperiences with their peers. Not only
students but also teachers and parents are abiertitor and access their work at any time even
after months or years, as blogs have a record at vehpublished in a blog archive. This also
helps the students to monitor their own progresslstome more reflective learners.

As regards the limitations of the present studwas carried out only for a period of one
semester. Studies carried out for a longer periotdnee with classes of different proficiency
levels would be needed to find out the probableat$f of peer feedback on the development of
their second language writing. It is also suggetitatithe teachers should join online discussions
students have i.e. on articles, news and steer tbesrds right directions as well as probe them
to view things from different angles. This may ralvehether teachers’ presence in discussions
facilitated by blogs can make a difference in tbaliy of feedback they provide to their peers.

In spite of its limitations, the study concludesatttblogs facilitate student-centered
learning and allow the students to explore and eshibeir learning experiences outside the
confines of the classroom.
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